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Mitzvah of the Week: Chayei Sarah — Delivering a Proper Eulogy
Judah Kerbel ~ Queens Jewish Center ~ 5781
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1. Genesis 23:2
Sarah died in Kiriath-arba—now Hebron—in the land of Canaan; and Abraham proceeded to
eulogize Sarah and to bewail her.
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2. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Genesis 23:2

Abraham withdrew, locked himself in to mourn for her and Sarah. He does not show his pain,
does not make any pomp with it. It is possible that's why there's a small 5 in nn525. We know
what Sarah was to Abraham, how infinitely deep the pain must have been when an Abraham
loses a Sarah. He eulogizes, he cries, but he has the pain inside him at home.
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3. Ha-Kesav v’ha-Kabbalah, Genesis 23:2
To eulogize ... and to weep. In general one weeps over the termination of the life of the
deceased before eulogizing the loss to the living. For the righteous, however, death is not a
tragedy because they are then able to attain greater heights. Thus it is only the loss to the living
that is a cause for weeping.
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5. Talmud Shabbat 105b

Rabbi Shimon ben Pazi said that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said in the name of Bar Kappara:
Anyone who sheds tears over an upright person, the Holy One, Blessed be He, counts his tears
and places them in His treasury, as it is stated: “You have counted my wanderings, put my tears
into your bottle, are they not in your book?” (Psalms 56:9). Rav Yehuda said that Rav said:
Anyone who is lazy in eulogizing a Torah scholar, it is fitting to bury him alive, as it is stated:
“And they buried him in the border of his inheritance in Timnat-serah, which is in the hill-
country of Ephraim, on the north of the mountain of Ga’ash” (Joshua 24:30). This teaches that
the mountain raged against them to kill them because they did not eulogize him appropriately.
Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba said that Rabbi Yohanan said: Whoever is lazy in eulogizing a Sage does
not live a long life, and his punishment is measure for measure. As it is stated: “In full measure
[besase’a], when You send her away You contend with her”
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6. Talmud Sanhedrin 46b
A dilemma was raised before the Sages: Is the eulogy delivered for the honor of the living, or is it
delivered for the honor of the dead? What is the practical difference? There is a difference in a
case where one said before he died: Do not eulogize that man, Alternately, the difference is with
regard to whether it is possible to collect the eulogist’s fee from the heirs. Come and hear a proof
from the verse that states: “And Abraham came to eulogize Sarah and weep over her” (Genesis
23:2), And if you say that a eulogy is delivered due to the honor of the living, would they have
unduly delayed burying Sarah due to Abraham’s honor? The It was satisfactory to Sarah herself
that her funeral was delayed so that Abraham could be honored by eulogizing her... The Gemara
suggests: Come and hear a proof from a baraita: Rabbi Natan says: It is a good sign for the
deceased when he is punished after his death and does not receive an honorable burial or
eulogy, as his lack of honor brings him atonement for his sins. For example, if the deceased was
not eulogized, or if he was not buried, or if a wild animal dragged his corpse, or if rain fell on his
bier, this is a good sign for the deceased. Learn from the baraita that a eulogy is delivered for
the honor of the dead. Learn from this.

7. Rabbi David Brofsky, Hilkhot Aveilut, p. 87
“There is a great mitzva to properly eulogize the deceased, just as Abraham eulogized his wife,
Sarah.”
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14. Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, “Centrist Orthodoxy: A Spiritual Accounting”, Virtual Beit
Midrash

Speaking for myself, however, I can emphatically state that my general education has contributed
much to my personal development. I know that my understanding of Tanakh would be far
shallower in every respect without it. I know that it has greatly enhanced my perception of life
in Eretz Yisrael. I know that it has enriched my religious experience. I know that when my father
was stricken blind, Milton’s profoundly religious sonnet “On His Blindness” and its magnificent
conclusion, “They also serve who only stand and wait,” stood me in excellent stead. I also know—
and this has at times been a most painful discovery—that many of these elements are sadly lacking
among the contemners of culture on the Right.

Psychological sensitivity in those circles is grossly deficient. Just recall, if you attended the funeral
of a great rabbi, how abstract, repetitive and inane the eulogies were. When R. Aharon
Kotler zt”l passed away, there was what was considered at that time a huge funeral
downtown. There was a long row of eulogizers— rashei yeshiva and rabbis—but the
only person who began to give an insight into the fire which animated that giant was
Irving Bunim, a layman. When one’s psychological sensitivity is lacking, the result is that
much of Torah—whole parashiyyot and personalities in Chumash—are simply misread, in the
sense of gilui panim ba-Torah she-lo ke-halakha (false interpretation of Torah), with a marvelous
tradition of midrashim often distorted beyond recognition.

(Most English translations from Sefaria.org)
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